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Nineteenth-Century Emigration from S0ller0d,
A Rural Township in North Zealand (Sjrelland) 1
by Niels Peter Stilling
Translated from the Danish and edited by
J. R. Christianson

Introduction
In 1985, Erik Helmer Pedersen wrote that "the history of Danish
emigration to America can be seen, in very broad terms, as the story
of how a small part of the population tore itself away from the
national community in order to build a new existence in foreign
lands. Those who write the history of the emigrants must, on the
one hand, see them as a minority in relation to the Danish whole,
and, on the other hand, must reconstruct that little part of the history
of American immigration which concerns the Danes." 2
This article attempts to do just that for emigration from the
township of S0ller0d, north of Copenhagen. The aim is to reveal the
process and causes of emigration from a single local area and
determine the types of people who became emigrants. 3
North Zealand
In the nineteenth century, North Zealand (Sj~lland) was not a
unified region. Industrial development had begun early in the east
and south, and Elsinore (Helsing0r) was still Denmark's thirdlargest city at mid-century. Prosperous outer suburbs of
Copenhagen stretched along the coast of the Sound (0resund) but
gave way to vast inland forests surrounding Frederiksborg Castle in
the town of Hillered. Southwest of the forests was a region of
traditional agriculture dominated by large family farms, and along
Roskilde Fjord were the new industrial towns of Frederikssund and
Frederiksv~rk. The region as a whole profited tremendously from
being close to Copenhagen's growing market for meat and dairy
9

products, while at the same time industry in the rapidly growing
towns of North Zealand benefited from the urban infrastructure and
insatiable market of the capital. Horns Herred on the western side of
Roskilde Fjord was different: it was a rolling countryside of large
estates scattered among farms and smaller rural crofts, with fewer
opportunities and a greater distance to the nearest town. The
railroad did not come to this area until 1928, and it shut down only
eight years later. 4
S0ller0d Township in the northern tip of Copenhagen Arnt,
between Fures0en Lake and the Sound, included the communities of
S0ller0d, Holte, 0vernd, Gammel Holte, N~rurn, Trnrnd, Vedb~k,
and Skodsborg.
The migration from rural North Zealand was colossal towards the
end of the nineteenth century. Copenhagen was the great magnet
that drew people away. For a North Zealander, the trip back home
was not long if things did not work out as planned in the city.
Frederiksborg Arnt had the lowest rate of rural population growth in
nineteenth century Denmark, and the stagnation was almost total in
the last four decades of the century. The population went from
67,860 inhabitants in 1860 to only 68,269 in 1901.5 With a few
exceptions, conditions were not much different in rural Copenhagen
Arnt. All the growth in the region was concentrated primarily in a
series of new settlements that developed around rural railway
stations.6
In terms of percentages, emigration overseas from North Zealand
ranked among the lowest in Denmark. Most Danish emigration
came from peripheral areas like the islands of Bornholrn, Lolland,
Falster, and M0n, and the far northwestern parts of Jutland in
Vendsyssel and Thy. 7 The picture is not entirely clear-cut, however.
Declining population growth was found throughout rural Denmark,
and there is no reason to assume that the factors which pushed
people to leave varied considerably from one area to the next. In
broad terms, emigration to North America was part of a tremendous
movement of people during the second half of the nineteenth
century, which also included explosive urban growth and waves of
migration from rural areas into cities. Industrialization and the
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modernization of agriculture were fundamental factors in the
equation.
What we want to examine here is why some people chose to head
for distant locations, far across the sea, while the majority of Danes
simply chose to change their rural address for one in the city.
Emigration from S0ller0d Township
The sources indicate that 161 individuals emigrated from S0ller0d
Township in the years 1869-1899. This represented about 5.2% of the
1890 population, which was a high rate for emigration from North
Zealand. Only ten of the sixty townships in Frederiksborg Amt
produced a higher percentage of emigrants, and eight of those ten
were located in remote Horns Herred, while another was Tibirke, an
area of very poor soil. Surprisingly, the prosperous area of
H0rsholm was the tenth: the eighty-six emigrants from H0rsholm
represented 6.9% of the township's total 1890 population. 8
Geographically and structurally, H0rsholm was very similar to
S0ller0d.
Development came to these townships in waves. From the
eighteenth century onwards, wealthy city patricians had built
country estates in the inland areas of both S0ller0d and H0rsholm,
while the coastal areas and the valley of the M0lleaen stream
experienced early industrialization at the same time. In the late
nineteenth century, the remaining family farms in the area were
' transformed, bringing a sharp decline in rural employment. By the
year 1900, a third wave of development saw the rise of suburban
areas and modern industrial complexes no longer dependent upon
the waterpower of the M0lleaen. This third wave also saw a
modernization of the regional infrastructure in both S0ller0d and
H0rsholm. Gradually, the old farming population was replaced by
new groups who moved in. Emigration from S0ller0d needs to be
seen as part of this demographic transformation caused by
fundamental social and economic changes during the course of the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 9
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Years
1870
1870-80
1880
1880-90
1890
1890-1901
1901

Population
3,119

Population
Growth

Excess
Births
over
Deaths

Net
Migration

Net
Migration
in %

Overseas
Migration

-97

338

-435

-14.0%

83

+100

343

-243

-8.0%

50

+711

464

+247

+7.9%

28

3,022
3,122
3,833

Table One shows that the early part of the emigration era 18701900 was characterized by economic stagnation, which gradually
gave way to growth towards the end of the period. S0llernd
Township experienced heavy emigration during the stagnant 1870's.
At least 435 individuals left the township, and overseas emigration
reached its peak during this decade. The 1880's was a decade of
transition. Overseas emigration began to fall off, but an average of
five emigrants still left every year. By the 1890's, the picture changes.
Significant population growth occurred as a result of in-migration
and declining overseas emigration.
Urbanization began to dominate S0ller0d Township by the turn of
the century. The prosperous rural farming population of the early
nineteenth century had gradually disappeared. The old farming
families, who always married within their own group and only
within the township, lost their monopoly on power-and on land. 10
The first modern subdivision of land took place in Vedbcek around
1880. It was a sign of changing times, followed from the mid-1890's
by widespread subdivision in the western part of the township. The
town of Holte was created in what had formerly been a sparsely
inhabited area when land belonging to Ny Holte Inn and the manor
of Dronninggaard was subdivided. The development of new
residential areas brought an influx of construction workers and
homeowners into the area, followed by shops and services. In this
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way, the old rural township was transformed into a suburb of
Copenhagen around the tum of the century.
Of S0ller0d's 161 emigrants in the period 1869-1899, some
seventy-seven individuals, or 48%, came from the agricultural
population. Fifty-five individuals, or 34%, were artisans or laborers,
and twenty-nine, or 18%, fell into the broad category of "other."
Most of the farming population emigrated during the first half of the
period, while the artisans and laborers were spread more evenly
over the thirty-year period, with 1873 as the peak year. 11
Identification of individual emigrants in the S0ller0d census
records shows that the great majority of the rural emigrants, around
80%, were agricultural day laborers, servants, hired hands, or
industrial workers from the factories along the M0lleaen and in
Skodsborg, as well as a few skilled artisans. Some of the remaining
20% cannot be identified, and the rest were a mixed group: two or
three farmers and farmers' sons, plus a couple of fortune hunters
from the landed aristocracy. These latter groups came primarily
from around the village of S0ller0d. Economic factors drove much of
the emigration, but it is a striking fact that individuals from the more
prosperous levels of the population were over-represented in the
emigration from S0ller0d Township when compared to Danish
emigration in general. A couple of bankrupt speculators and one or
two large landlords emigrated from S0ller0d, but so did a few
industrialists, school teachers, and well-educated individuals.
Throughout the whole period 1869-1899, a total of ninety-eight men
and sixty-three women emigrated from the township. The early
years were completely dominated by male emigrants who either
traveled alone or in groups. The few women who left in the 1870's
either traveled with a family group or followed a husband or fiancee
who had emigrated earlier.
Scholars often speak of three types of emigration: family emigration,
consisting of parents and children with other relatives; group
emigration, consisting of two or more individuals heading for a
common destination; and individual emigration, where a person
traveled alone. 12 The sources do not always permit clear distinctions,
but they do show some clear tendencies in the emigration from
S0ller0d. During the first decade of this study, 1869-79, when eighty13

three individuals are known to have emigrated, one-half (forty-two)
were part of a family emigration, while twenty emigrated in groups,
and twenty-one as individuals. In time, the picture changed. During
the 1880's, family emigrants fell to one-third (fifteen out of fifty),
while the other two categories were roughly equal. In the 1890' s,
however, only one family (four persons) emigrated as a family
group, while twenty-two out of twenty-eight traveled as
individuals. 13
Men generally appear to have been the decision-makers in family
emigration, while women often suffered the consequences. The
dream of owning "a place of our own" attracted many Danish
crofters and day laborers to America, but old friends and relatives
were left behind in the home village, and the cultural loss of living in
a lonely house on the prairie was frequently greater for the woman
than for the man in the family.

Table Two: Home Areas of Emi~rants from S1i1llerli1d Parish
Years
Skodsborg-M0lleaen
Vedbcek-Trnrnd
Ncerum-Gammel Holte
S01lernd-0vernd-Holte
Total

1869-79
35

1880-89

10

6
21
12
50

29
9
83

11

1890-99
6
6
12
4

28

Total
52
22
62
25
161

Table Two shows that two areas in S0ller0d Township were
especially hard-hit by "emigration fever." One was the old industrial
strip along the stream of M0lleaen that flows into the Sound near
Skodsborg, and the other consisted of the two large, centrally located
villages of N~rum and Gammel Holte. There was only limited
emigration from other areas, including the farming village of
0vernd, the village of S0ller0d, and the booming settlements along
the King's Highway (Kongevejen) that would eventually grow into
the new town of Holte. There was also surprisingly little emigration
from the village of Trnrnd and the fishing settlement of Vedb~k in
the northeastern comer of the township. Earlier, however, Vedb~k
had been the source of the earliest wave of overseas emigration from
S0ller0d Township.
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Technological innovation brought to Vedbrek by immigrants was
what touched off this first wave of S0ller0d emigration. During the
1840' s, a number of Swedish fishermen, mainly from the island of
Hven, moved into Vedbrek and settled there. Instead of using the
traditional dragnets (vod), the newcomers staked out large fish traps
called pound nets (bundgarn) to take herring and cod more
efficiently. 14 These innovative newcomers began to replace a large
part of the original population in a highly mobile coastal
environment, and some of the old Vedbrek inhabitants left for
overseas. They were among the very first emigrants from the
S0ller0d area. However, this movement had already begun to ebb
when the Copenhagen police began to maintain a register of
emigrants in 1868. Consequently, we have only anecdotal
knowledge about a few individuals among these early Vedbrek
emigrants. 15
When emigration is concentrated in c_ertain localities, as it was in
S0ller0d Township, the reason was generally because an "emigration
tradition" came to be established in those places. Such a tradition
was based on personal connections, either by means of
correspondence or through direct contact with a returning emigrant.
In S0ller0d, as in many other places throughout Denmark, personal
contacts helped to influence the choice between going to
Copenhagen or to America, and in this way, such contacts became a
driving force in mass emigration. 16 On another level, families whose
livelihoods were threatened by the modernization of Danish
agriculture and the great transformations taking place in North
Zealand during the second half of the nineteenth century were often
among the first to leave. 17
"The Very First One," Christian Lars Nielsen
Christian Lars Nielsen, son of the blacksmith in Vedbrek,
personified the myth of America. In 1838, fifteen years of age, he
signed on in Elsinore as a crew member on a German schooner.
After sailing for a couple of years between European ports, he
crossed the Atlantic on a fully laden brig. Four years after he had left
home, his family finally received a sign of life in the form of a letter
dated April 8, 1842 and written in the New England whaling port of
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New Bedford, Massachusetts. In a few brief lines, Lars summed up
his four years before the mast and reported that he was staying in
the home of a Danish man, Nickels Nickelsen, from Svendborg, who
had lived in America for over twenty years. However, Lars did not
intend to stay on land:
I have now signed on a ship registered here, the Midas, which
will soon be rigged and ready to sail around the Cape of Good
Hope for some whale fishing. We expect to be away for three
years, perhaps a few months less. There is another Danish man
aboard, Hans Nielsen of Svendborg. 18
Lars and the Svendborg folks were typical representatives of the
earliest Danish immigration to North America. In his book, Dremmen
Om Amerika (The Dream of America), Erik Helmer Pedersen
characterized the pathfinders as follows:
For as long as Danish sailors and foreign traders have found
work in America, there have been Danes who went ashore over
there. Scattered around America is fading testimony to Danes
who made a living in those parts, long before the century of
mass migration. 19
Lars' story is worth telling, and he found his own occasion to tell it
when he turned up in his native village in a broad-brimmed hat,
puffing on a big cigar, during the 1880's, not long before his death in
1893. The New Bedford whaler eventually made her way up the
west coast of the Americas. Off the California coast, the largely
Asian crew mutinied. Only Lars and the captain managed to escape,
and in 1847, Lars landed in San Francisco Bay. It was on the eve of
the discovery of gold in California and therefore a good year to go
ashore in that very spot. The Gold Rush of 1848 made Lars
prosperous, not as a miner but as a marine provisioner and, later, as
owner of ships that carried freight and passengers across the bay
from San Francisco to Stockton. Lars reinvested all his earnings in
land and ships. Eventually, as owner of The Oregon Coal and
Navigation Company and a fleet of iron steamships, "Captain
Nelson" became one of the early California millionaires. He died at
the age of seventy in 1893 after his exhausting trip to his native
Denmark.
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Christian Lars Nielsen's story, as it was told by the family in
Vedb~k and Skodsborg and to the newspaper, Kjebenhavns Amts
Avis (Copenhagen Arnt News), is inspiring and in the main also
true. 20 A success story like his was testimony to the unlimited
possibilities of America, and it was one that could inspire many
another young lad from the Vedb~k coast to try his luck across the
Atlantic. By the time the scattered emigration of the early nineteenth
century gave way to mass emigration after 1850, however, the
opportunities awaiting immigrants in North America were not quite
what they had been earlier.
The Edgy Farmer's Son, Niels Peter Hansen
Danish farmers seldom sought their fortunes in America. It took a
lot before a member of the land-owning class decided to leave. The
prospects for an emigrant were simply too uncertain to offer them
much incentive. In the 1850's and 1860's, however, there were a
number of younger sons from farming families who faced the
prospect of downward social mobility and could only see a future as
small-holding tenant crofters if they stayed home in Denmark, so
they decided to try their luck on the virgin American prairies
instead. As time passed and homestead land dwindled, the
possibilities for acquiring farmland were not much better in the USA
than in Denmark. To those who were edgy and restless, however,
the situation naturally looked different than it did to others.
Niels Peter Hansen was the only son of Hans Pedersen, who
owned the farm of Skovly in 0vernd. He belonged to an old family
with many relatives in the village. His father died in 1842, when
Niels Peter was only thirteen years of age. His widowed mother,
Birthe Rasrnusdatter, carried on with the farm in the clear
expectation that Niels Peter would take it over when he came of age.
It turned out, however, that he was completely unfit to manage or
even work on a farm. In no time at all, he ran through most of his
inheritance on good times in Copenhagen and works of art to hang
on the walls of the farmhouse in 0vernd. Of course, that could not
go on forever. In 1860, Birthe Rasrnusdatter put the farm on the
market, moved in with her sister on a neighboring farm, and sent
Niels Peter off to America with some of the money from the sale of
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Skovly. He did not emigrate to a farm on the lone prairie, but to the
city of New York, where he paid for the sins of his youth in the
loneliness of a city he detested:
There is a devilish hubbub and fuss here. A New York street on
a busy day, like one of the days before Christmas, is like the
hottest Hades. There is no room at all on the crowded streetcars
and elevated railroad. In the stores and on the street people
scream and shout and make a racket like they were crazy. In
order to see something, a person must make a little trip to
America. Everyone here, from the millionaire to the beggar, will
do anything for money, and of the two, I think the millionaire is
the biggest thief.... 21
Niels Peter Hansen's last letter home was written in New York on
December 7, 1898 to a relative in 0vernd. His last words were these:
If I can, and I am still alive, I will come home for a visit in the
summer or the fall. If only I knew whether I will die after having
seen my old home and paid a visit of three or four weeks, yes,
then you can be sure I would soon visit you, as then my only
wish would come true, to rest beside my old parents. It is
possible they will see me. No one knows-if it is God's will, it will
happen. 22

Homesickness and bitter loneliness were heavy burdens for many
emigrants-and probably especially those who did not leave home
entirely willingly.
Escaping War-The Brothers Andersen from N.Erum
As we have seen earlier, Nrerum was one of the villages in
S0ller0d that sent out a significant number of emigrants to North
America. Precisely when this movement started is difficult to
determine. However, a couple of significant events took place in the
year 1863.
The first was that Johan Jensen assumed the position as teacher in
Nrerum's one-room school. Until that time, he had taught in the
factory school at Skodsborg Clothing Factory, but even earlier,
during the 185O's, he and his wife had lived in America for four or
five years. Their eldest son was born in the USA. Here was a man
18

who could tell from first-hand experience about the opportunities in
America, and in 1863, he took his place behind the teacher's podium
in the little thatched school in N~rum. The pupils loved him because
he told such good stories and was full of information from far and
near. The parish pastor, however, who supervised the school,
commented on what he saw as a lack of discipline: "the children do
more or less as they like .... Schoolmaster Jensen is too goodnatured;" he is patient, friendly, and also, "a bit sluggish." 23
Schoolmaster Jensen's classroom was part of the environment that
helped to create an emigration tradition.
The same year that Johan Jensen came to teach in N~rum, a
second event occurred: two brothers, Jens and Frederik Andersen,
emigrated from the village. Whether they talked with the teacher
before they left is not known. They were sons of a master tailor,
Anders Jensen, and his Swedish-born wife, Estrid Sj0dahl. Estrid
was born on the estate of Gyllebo Manor in Skane as the
"illegitimate" daughter of Lena Sjodahl, and-less officially-the
noble lord of the manor, Major Holger Otto Rosenkrantz. She was
put up for adoption and ended in Copenhagen, where she was
married in February of 1825 to Anders Jensen of N~rum, a
journeyman tailor at the time. On July 7 of that same year, their first
daughter was, born. The next year, a son followed, and so it went,
like clockwork: first four girls, and then boys again, five boys and
another girl, twelve children in all, every one of them born in
N~rum and baptized in S0ller0d Church. The last one was born in
1843.
As the five boys approached adulthood, four of them learned the
trade of tailoring, including Jens, born 1837, and Frederik from 1841.
Of course, the whole flock of brothers could hardly work in their
father's little tailor shop. In fact, the eldest son, Carl, was the one
who took it over in 1860. The next-oldest brother, Johannes, became
a blacksmith in Vedb~k, while the youngest, Wilhelm, worked as a
tailor in Copenhagen but eventually came home to N~rum to
rebuild the reputation of the family shop after Carl ran it into the
ground.
It was obvious that the two middle brothers had to seek their
fortunes someplace else. Why it turned out to be America instead of

19

Copenhagen, however, was due to a combination of circumstances
that came together in the year 1863. We can only guess at Johan
Jensen's role and the possibility of an even earlier tradition of
emigration from Nrerum. More specific is the evidence that connects
the brothers to the Mormon migration and to the desire to escape
conscription for the second Schleswig-Holstein War of 1864.
Frederik's farewell letter to his sister and brother-in-law in
Radvad is preserved. 24 It was written in Copenhagen on April 11,
1863 and begins with the following bold remarks:
You will probably be surprised to receive a letter from me. I am
now traveling to America. It is high time, if I am to avoid going
to Slesvig. It is sad to leave one's native land, but the horrors of
war are much worse, and I shall surely find something to eat
wherever in the world I go. I wanted to come to you, but there is
not time for that, and my finances won't stretch that far, either.
If was hard to say goodbye at home, but once I got through the
portal [to Dyrehaven, the Deer Park, just south of Nrerum], my
heart began to ease, and with new courage in my breast and
fresh straw in the wooden shoes, things went well enough ...
Frederik was eager to come to a land, "where no shadows rest
over them and our Lord's peace and blessing dwells." This last
comment seems a bit strange at a time when the Civil War was
raging in the USA. It has to be understood in the context of the fact
that the ultimate destination for Mormon emigrants was Utah, far
from the battlefields of the war. Frederik concluded his letter by
complaining that, when the two of them left, one of their brothers
would undoubtedly be bumped to the top of the list of draftees in
Nrerum.
It turned out that the brothers were not the only ones from
Nrerum who chose to travel with the Latter-Day Saints. On April 20,
1863, the two brothers and some four hundred other Mormon
"converts" departed Copenhagen by steamship to Kiel, continued by
train to Hamburg, steamship again to Grimsby, and train again to
Liverpool. They sailed from Liverpool on a trans-Atlantic steamer on
May 9 and arrived in New York on June 13, 1863. Brother Jens
traveled on with the Mormons to their Zion in the state of Utah.
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Frederik, on the other hand, dropped out and chose to remain in
New York. A few years later, he turned up in the large Danish
community in Omaha, where he connected with other Nrerum folks
and soon found employment in the vast railroad workshops of the
Union Pacific line. The Danish tailor had become an American
machinist.
A letter from the early 1870's to his brother, Johannes, started out
with a discussion of their sister's son, Jens Peter Johansen, who had
worked in Johannes' blacksmith shop in Vedbrek but "wanted to see
a bit of the world." Frederik advised them to let the lad make his
own choice. "He is unmarried and has only himself to provide for,
and if he is willing to work, as we others have always had to do,
then he will probably be able to get along, wherever he goes. I spoke
with the foreman in the blacksmith shop at the factory, and he said,
'Let him come."' Frederik went on to tell about two Danish
blacksmiths in Omaha who had their own shop and good incomes,
"and a good blacksmith can always find a place among the
immigrants." The letter concludes with the news that Frederik is in
the process of building a house of his own on the edge of town. It is
not hard to imagine that this letter from the Far West made quite an
impression in the Vedbrek blacksmith's shop. In the meantime,
however, Jens Peter found work at home in Denmark as a machinist
at a tile works along the Sound coast. Frederik's attempt to pull a
member of the family to Omaha was in vain.
In Frederik's surviving letters from the 1870's and 1880's to
"Brother Johannes" in Vedbrek, there is clear evidence that he was
assimilating into America. Frederik's middle name was Carl, and he
started to call himself Charles Andersen. He had a strong interest in
politics, but his religious feelings gave way to something like a
socialist attitude. is comments on the swelling tide of immigration
are numerous. In 1880, he reported that Omaha was growing
rapidly-people were coming "in huge piles" -and every new
"lane" was immediately filled with new houses. In an 1881 letter, he
reported, "Immigration here is around 4,000 every day, and most of
them are farmers, so all the free land will soon be taken." The
following year, he commented on a letter from his brother, Jens, in
Salt Lake City: "He never writes anything about religion to me, so
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I'm afraid that's blown over. He has probably come to the
conclusion that, if we want to have something to eat, we had better
get it for ourselves, that it doesn't pay to wait either for God or the
Devil..."
Frederik married a Danish girl named Sine. They had four
children, of whom the youngest, a daughter, died in 1883, only
fourteen months old. His wife was broken-hearted, Frederik
reported, but then added that we are not here on earth to stay
forever, "nor can we expect that we will fly off to Heaven in a fiery
chariot and all that holy rubbish. We still have three of them, and
they are strong and healthy children, two boys and a girl."
The last known letter from Frederik was dated September 28,
1888. He had the last word in the ongoing debate over emigration
with his brother back home:
You write that there is still food to be found in Denmark, I
should hope so, but I should not want to pay for it with work,
for in that case it is easier to get where I am now; here we live in
a land of freedom, where nobles and bishops are non-existent,
but the banner of freedom waves, and freedom is priceless. 25
Brother Johannes in Vedbcek died in 1889, and a few years later,
Frederik's contact with his native land came to an end. He never
returned to Denmark. In his letters, he often said that he would like
to see Ncerum again, but he never did anything about it. He was tied
down by fear of losing his job if he took a long trip home to Europe,
and he never traveled farther from Omaha than a few short fishing
trips with his children.
His big brother, Jens-or James, as he soon came to be called in
America-stuck to his trade as a tailor, and he also remained a
Mormon in Salt Lake City. In 1867, he married an American woman
named Rachel Gee, whose parents had come to Utah with Brigham
Young. She bore him three children, and died in 1874, only twentyfive years of age. Jens/James remarried in 1876 to an English
immigrant named Eliza Clissold, born 1858 in Warwick near
Birmingham. They had eight children. Jens died in 1902, only two
years after finally visiting his native land in 1900.
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His letters home are not great epics, and he barely got a passing
grade in S0ller0d school, back in 1851. Still, Jens Andersen is a
splendid example of how clearly and sensibly many Danish
immigrants could express themselves in those days when most of
them came out of the public schools. Regarding emigration, Jens
made his opinion quite clear in a letter written on October 15, 1877:
Although I love Denmark more than any other country, I would
not exchange it for the glorious land of America as the ordinary
class of people here are better off in every way, and, to be brief, I
can say of the Americans that they are good people ...
Nevertheless, I would not advise anyone to leave the land of
their birth, as many suffer from homesickness. 26
After the teacher, Johan Jensen, had touched off a stream of
emigration from N<Erum in the late 1870's, Jens had the following
comment in a letter of November 23, 1879: "It pleases me to hear that
some residents of N<Erum wanted to emigrate to America." Later, he
wrote about a discussion with his brother in Vedb<Ek regarding a

Brothers Charles and James Andersen in America. To the left, Charles
(Frederik), born 1841 in Na!rum and photographed in Omaha around 1880.
On the right is James (Jens), born 1837 in Na!rum, photographed in Salt Lake
Cih{ in 1878. (Byhistorisk Archiv-S0llernd Museum)
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possible trip home. From Salt Lake City, he wrote on April 18, 1886,
"I had considered taking a trip over to you this summer, but my wife
has talked me into waiting a few years. She is afraid of the big pond,
and it makes good sense to let women have their own way a bit. You
remember from years gone by that I have always been on their side."
The brothers in Nrerum soon learned to get along with things as
they were away from home. That they ended their days in America
and not Copenhagen was due to a combination of religion and
warfare. Both came to live in cities overseas and apparently settled
in quickly, Frederik in a Danish immigrant environment in Omaha,
and James in the Mormon melting pot in Utah. Both were
representatives of the rapid assimilation that characterized the
vanguard of emigrants.

New Denmark
New Denmark in eastern Canada is one of the largest Danish
settlements in North America. The area still bears the mark of the
descendants of Danish immigrants who settled in this hilly, heavily
forested region of New Brunswick in the 1870's. The colonization of
New Denmark might be described as the first "official" emigration
from Denmark. It began in the year 1872, when the Canadian
government, inspired by the American Homestead Act of 1862,
passed the Free Grants Act. Like the Homestead law, the Free Grants
Act required settlers to occupy, cultivate, and build on their claim
for a certain number of years before they received title to it. The
Canadian government wanted to promote the kind of development
that was occurring south of the border, and they sought robust
Scandinavian immigrants for the difficult work of clearing the forest
and hauling stones in order to cultivate the land. A certain Captain
S. S. Heller was sent to Denmark in the spring of 1872 to recruit
settlers.
As the Canadian immigrant agent, he ran advertisements in a
Copenhagen newspaper, Dagstelegrafen, beginning on May 5, 1872.
The bold headline read, "TO AMERICA. NEW DANISH COLONY
IN THE STATE OF NEW BRUNSWICK." 27 The text of the
advertisement talked about America; in one place, it named "the
English government," but it never used the word, Canada. The
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omission appears to have been deliberate. The offer, on the other
hand, was quite tempting: 100 acres of free land on arrival to every
male person. Two acres would be cleared at the government's
expense, and separate apartments in "emigrant houses" would be
provided for the newly arrived. Later, these buildings could be used
as churches, schools, and the like. In addition, the state guaranteed
work at "full wages for at least two years," and when an immigrant
had resided in the country for three years, he would receive title to
his land, after which he could sell, "if he desires to return to his
home." Moreover, "the government covers all expenses in America,"
and the emigrant only needs to pay for steamship transportation by
way of England at a cost of sixty-six rigsdaler, one mark, and eight
shillings from Copenhagen, meals included. On departure at the end
of May, Captain Heller would accompany the emigrants during the
entire journey.
In a short time, a party of some thirty persons was assembled.
Almost all were described as farmers in the Copenhagen register of
emigrants. Most were from Zealand, but there were also a number of
"farmers" from Copenhagen! This shows how imprecise the police
register could be, since the reference was probably to Copenhagen
Amt, which included both the city and extensive rural areas. Among
those "from Copenhagen" was a farmer named Hans Peter Petersen,
age twenty-six, with his wife, Hertha, age twenty-seven, and
daughter, Emilie, age two. Hans Peter became a leading pioneer in
New Denmark. He was seems to have been born at Roskilde Inn in
H0je Taastrup Township, as son of the innkeeper, Peter Petersen,
and his wife, Lovise Nielsdatter, who came from H0rsholm. Hans
Peter Petersen's original connection to the S0llernd area is not
entirely clear, but later, he was in contact with the teacher, Johan
Jensen, in N~rum. Country inns and rural schools were among the
places where ordinary people learned about the wide world outside
of their own parish.
When Captain Heller and the immigrants arrived in the Canadian
port of St. John, they were met by a representative of the local
government, who was somewhat surprised to discover that only
around thirty people had come from Denmark. The captain soon
had other things to think about, for when they sailed up the St. John
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River for 130 miles and disembarked at the designated place near
Salmon River, they discovered that none of the government's
promises had been kept. The Immigrant House was not finished,
land had not been cleared, and the guaranteed work turned out to
consist of seasonal road construction in the vicinity of the colony.
The immigrants were put up in a common room in the half-finished
Immigrant House, where they slept on straw mats. Potatoes were
planted in the less than one acre that had been cleared, and then the
people set to work clearing brush, trees, and stones. 28
Captain Heller was back in Denmark in the autumn of 1872 with a
recommendation entitled "A letter from Hellerup, Victoria County,
New Brunswick, Canada," signed by all fourteen of the colony's
adult male settlers. Heading the list of signatories was H. P. Petersen
of Copenhagen, and farther down was Fr. Chr. Jensen from Lusernd
in Birkernd Township, next door to S0ller0d.
A fresh group of settlers, including around twenty men, was
recruited by Captain Heller, and they sailed from Copenhagen on
November 7, 1872. Among them was a carpenter named Niels
Jensen, forty-one years of age, who left his wife and daughter in a
humble cottage on the edge of Jregersborg woods in Skodsborg. He
was a brother of Fr. Chr. Jensen, and his experience as a carpenter
would come in handy in the uncharted forests of Canada.
During Captain Heller's absence, Hans Peter Petersen took over
leadership of the colony, which was renamed New Denmark in the
spring of 1873. By then, Heller was in Denmark for the third time,
and this time, he was successful. He made two trips back with over
one hundred Danish emigrants. Among the eighty Danish emigrants
who sailed for New Brunswick on April 2, 1873 were three heads of
families from S0ller0d Township: Carl Frederik Brinkman, age fortyone; Daniel Petersen, twenty-four, both from Skodsborg, and Hans
Peter Nielsen, age twenty, from Vedbrek. Brinkman was a mason by
trade, married, with three half-grown children. Daniel was a son of
the hedgekeeper from the forest warden's house in the Deer Park
(Dyrehaven). Hans Peter was a day laborer. Only Daniel had been
born in S0ller0d Township, while Brinkman had lived in several
places and was married to a woman from Holstein.
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From Skodsborg, rumors of opportunities in Canada spread to the
other "workers' villages" in S0llernd Township. On May 1, 1873, still
another group set sail for New Brunswick. This time, a number of
poor laborers from Gammel Holte were among those who had been
tempted to leave. They were listed as "farmers" in the Copenhagen
police register, but the census records of 1870 reveal them as Niels
Andersen, age thirty-seven, a married lodger; Jens Christiansen,
twenty-seven, an unmarried day laborer, and Niels Johansen,
twenty-nine, also a day laborer, with his wife, Line, twenty-seven.
Once the party arrived in New Denmark, it was obvious that
women were in short supply, but the next departures to St. John and
New Denmark were predominantly women. In the autumn of 1873,
Niels Jensen's wife, Ellen, age forty-seven, and their fourteen-yearold daughter, Christine, sailed on September 17th. They traveled
together with Brinkman's thirty-seven-year-old wife, Kathrine, and
the four Brinkman children, Henrik, Johannes, Axel, and Amanda,
aged eighteen, eleven, six, and three.
Flora Theresa Sophie
Andersen, twenty-four, an unmarried seamstress, and Kirstine
Olsen, twenty-five, a maidservant, both also from Skodsborg, were
in the party as well. The next year, Kirstine married Henrik
Brinkman in New Denmark.
The last departure in the pioneer phase was on March 19,1874.
This time, it was Niels Andersen who sent for his wife, and Marie
Christine Andersen followed her husband to Canada by way of
England and Portland, Maine. The emigration records listed her as a
crofter's wife from S0llernd Township, thirty-one years of age, with
three small children: Lars Peter, three; Anna, two; and Karen, two.
There must have been a lot of talk about America in Skodsborg in
the year 1873. The emigrants from Holte and Skodsborg were hearty
souls, like the other New Denmark pioneers. They were not
adventurers, but hard-working people with the goal of becoming
farmers with land of their own instead of Danish laborers dependent
on others. A back-breaking battle with dense forests awaited them,
and their success was not by any means unlimited. Many gave up
and moved to the USA, including the carpenter, Niels Jensen, and
his family. Among those we have followed, only Hans Peter
Petersen and the Brinkman family held out and ended as some of the
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colony's larger landowners. Descendants of the Brinkmans still live
in New Denmark.29
Restless Fortune Hunters
The first phase of Danish mass emigration culminated in 1872-73,
and emigration to New Denmark followed the general trend. 30 The
mid-1870's were marked by international economic recession, which
was reflected in declining emigration. Very few dared to jump into
an uncertain future in a foreign land without any safety net.
The pioneers were succeeded by fortune hunters and risk-takers
who sought out more distant places like South Africa and New
Zealand. Among the very few who emigrated from S0ller0d
Township in this period were the Nrerum blacksmith, Anders
Eiberg, and his wife, Ane Helene, who left for New Zealand in
October of 1874. They were followed in 1876 by a twenty-six-yearold mill manager from Strandm0llen in Skodsborg, Axel Holger
Dege, who was born in Germany. That same year, the S0ller0d
baker, Ole Jensen, emigrated to Cape Town.
There was even a titled nobleman among the fortune hunters. On
June 22, 1874, the forty-six-year-old Count Oscar Peter August
Moltke left for Canada. He was described as a "landed gentleman"
(proprieta!r) at the time of his departure, and he had lived in luxury at
Frydenlund Palace near Vedbrek, but only as a tenant. The count had
been tempted to emigrate by the promise of vast tracts of land
available to a man with money who settled among the Danes in
Canada. He emigrated with his young wife, Marie Moltke, born in
1849, and their three children, Frederik Christian, aged four; Harald
Viggo, two; and Amalie Andrea, one. It soon turned out, however,
that New Denmark was no place for them, and the family moved to
South Carolina, where the surroundings were more suitable to a
noble family. Count Moltke died in 1882. Soon after, his widow
returned home to Denmark. The wanderlust of the younger son,
Harald Viggo Moltke, may have been stimulated by the trip to
America, for he became well-known for his participation in the
famous Greenland expedition of 1902-04 with Mylius Erichsen and
Knud Rasmussen. 31
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The Jensen Family from Na!rum
Danish emigration began to rise again towards the end of the
1870's and reached its absolute peak in 1882 with over 10,000
emigrants. By now, Schoolmaster Jensen in N~rum and his wife,
Camilla Lund, had relatives in New Denmark, including Hans Peter
Petersen, who had become one of the leading figures in the colony.
The Jensens knew America because they had lived there in the
1850's. Now, their four sons were on the verge of adulthood, and
there was no doubt in their minds about where the future lay. For a
long time, the good-natured school teacher had put up with an
arrogant, disagreeable pastor and all the prosperous farmers of the

Teacher Johan Jensen with students in front of the Nrerum School in the mid1860s. In the window is his wife, Camilla Lund. Four of their sons along with
several other children in the photograph eventually emigrated to America.
(Byhistorisk Archiv-S0llernd Museum)

township, who held all the wealth and good positions in the
township. Clearly, S0ller0d Township did not hold much promise
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for the ambitious sons of a poor school teacher. Henry, Anton,
Sophus, and Johan all decided in turn to leave for America. 32
On June 12, 1878, the two oldest sons departed for St. John, New
Brunswick. Henry, who had been born in America, was nineteen,
and Anton was eighteen. During the next year, Anton must have
written home about their successes in the new world, because almost
exactly one year later, on June 19, 1879, seventeen-year-old Sophus
set sail, accompanied by his father, schoolmaster Johan Jensen of
N~rum, age forty-eight, who crossed the Atlantic one more time in
order to visit his sons in New Brunswick. By 1879, the two oldest
brothers had already become owners of allotments far out on the
fringe of the colony: allotments 320, 321, and 322 of 100 acres each,
all of them along Blue Bell Road. 33 The bachelor brothers were living
in their own little wooden house, high up and with a splendid view.
Schoolmaster Jensen returned home confident that they had made
the right decision. Anton accompanied him, because something
important was missing in their little wooden home. The Danish
census of February, 1880, listed him as a "farmer from Canada,"
living temporarily with his parents. By then, he had become engaged
to Camilla Lorentsen from N~rum.
Camilla's father, Hans Godtfred Lorentsen, had served in the
Second Schleswig-Holstein War and died as a German prisoner-ofwar, thirty-one years of age, at Augustenborg Castle on April 30,
1864, "after having endured the perils of the winter campaign."
Earlier, he had learned the trade of butcher in his father's shop in
Vedb~k and had opened a shop of his own in N~rum. He and
Thora, who were married in 1859, had three small daughters when
he was called into service. After his death, the widow closed the
butcher shop and turned the building into a preschool. Together, she
and Schoolmaster Jensen took charge of educating the many
children who were growing up in N~rum during those years.
Camilla was born in 1863 as the youngest of the daughters, so she
was too young to remember her father. When she became engaged
to Anton Jensen in 1880, she was eighteen and assisting her mother
in the preschool.
Anton returned t~ Canada in the spring of 1880, and Camilla
followed him a year lat~r, traveling with a large party of emigrants
30

from S0llernd Township that sailed on May 25, 1881. Among them
was her future mother-in-law, Camilla Lund, the wife of
Schoolm~ster Jensen, who wanted to visit her children and other
relatives in New Denmark. Others in the party of twelve were these:
Jens Bernhardt Andersen, age eighteen, clerk, from Holte
Carl Andreas Hallung, age twenty-one, studying agriculture, from
Holte
Carl Johan Heden, age eleven, and Oskar Heden, age nine, from Holte
Maren Svensson, age eighteen, servant, from Skodsborg (born in
Sweden)
Maren Christine Mikkelsen, age thirty-six, servant, from Wesselsminde
manor
Andrea Petersen, age twenty-one, servant, from Nrerum (sister of Hans
Peter Petersen)
Niels Jensen, age thirty-three, from S01lernd, widower with three
children: Anton Jensen, age eleven; Carl Jensen, age seven; and Axel
Jensen, age three

Anton and Camilla were married in New Denmark in 1881, and
Anton's mother attended the wedding. Andrea Petersen was
reunited with her brother, Hans Peter, now a successful landowner,
Justice of the Peace, and Land Commissioner in New Denmark.
The story of the schoolmaster's family might have ended here, but
back in Ncerum, there was little brother Johan Carl Jensen and stepson Frederik Lund. Johan was trained as a gardener in S0llernd but
said farewell to his native township when he purchased a ticket to
Portland, Maine, at the age of nineteen on March 15, 1883. After a
short stay with Anton in New Denmark, he followed in the footsteps
of his oldest brother, Henry, who had abandoned pioneering in
Canadian wilderness for city life in Boston. Johan Carl became John
Charles and married a Scot, Sarah McCrum. Denmark was soon
forgotten.
Frederik Lund was younger than the brothers but shared their
dream. He had barely turned sixteen when he bought his ticket to
the USA on April 17, 1889. The emigrant register listed him as a
laborer and gave his destination as Boston. There, he was
undoubtedly met by his step-brothers, Henry and Johan. Another
brother, Sophus Jensen, also left Canada in the 1880's for a career as
a businessman in the bustling city of Chicago. Of all the brothers,
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only Anton remained in the New Denmark colony. He and Camilla
raised their five children there and gradually improved their
standing until Anton, in the early 1890' s, took over from his relative,
Hans Peter Petersen, as the leading figure in the New Denmark
colony.
Hans Peter Petersen, Entrepreneur and Jailbird
The background to Hans Peter's fall was quite dramatic. He was
no ordinary farmer, but rather, he was the best-educated person in
the New Denmark settlement. Early photographs show him as a
foppish young student, and he and Hertha, shortly before their
departure, appeared as a well-dressed young couple; Hans Peter
beamed with confidence, while she looked somewhat skeptical
about the prospects of pioneering. 34 Hans Peter studied English on
the ocean voyage, and in the course of their first years in New
Denmark, he managed to build up a solid agricultural enterprise and
construct a splendid new house. In their very first year of 1874, he
cleared ten of his 100 acres, which only one other immigrants
managed to do. 35 By 1879, he had 280 acres, which made him the
largest landowner in the colony by far. His buildings were assessed
at $1,000 and his land at $640. The next largest building assessments
were $450 and $400, while most ran around $150. The same pattern
appeared in land assessments, where the next-largest were in the
range of $300-350, while most barely reached $200.36
H. P. was an able man. He was the first in the colony to gain full
title to his land, on March 10, 1877.37 This allowed him to mortgage it
to raise capital for other investments, and he was soon involved in a
series of deals that appeared to make him even more prosperous. He
was respected as the model pioneer, one who got things moving and
took the initiative to establish a number of community
organizations. He also held various offices, served as assessor,
Justice of the Peace, and postmaster, and was a leader in the schools
and Danish church of the colony.
Everything went well until 1891, when H.P. Petersen was elected
Victoria County Councilor for New Denmark. Then his political
enemies began to launch attacks on him in the newspapers. They
exposed exorbitant loans against his New Denmark property, even

32

embezzlement and fraud in carrying out his public duties. In 1893,
Petersen was sentenced to three years in Andover Prison. However,
he soon managed to break out. The Daily Sun reported on August
14, 1893, "The now-famous embezzler made a hole in the wall of his
cell last night and slipped over to the other side," while the local
Carleton Sentinel on August 19, 1893 report that H. P. Petersen
escaped "through a hole bored through the wall from the outside.
Two conspirators, brothers-in-law to the prisoner, are suspected to
have aided his escape." One of them was Knud Hansen, a son of the
Inner Mission pastor in New Denmark, who was married to H. P.'s
sister, Andrea. The other was not a brother-in-law but H. P.'s son-inlaw, Carl Lund, married to his eldest daughter, Emilie. Carl Lund is
an example of the many connections between Danes who emigrated
to North America: he was a relative of Schoolmaster Jensen in
Nrerum, a cousin of Anton Jensen, and a brother of Frederik Lund in
Boston.
Hans Peter Petersen did manage to escape to "the other side," that
is, he slipped across the border to the USA. He died in Maine in the
year 1900, and his grave is in Pine Grove cemetery in Falmouth,
where he lies alongside his wife, Hertha, who died in 1913. He is
remembered as an able, inventive man, courageous and enterprising,
who "found himself in the little group that came first" to the endless
forests, "adjusted to the primitive conditions, and stayed. He could
much more easily have made a better career in the West or in a
city... As things turned out, one can imagine that he may have left
Denmark as well because he had to." 38
Carl Julius Leffland, Bankrupt Lumber Merchant
Another one who had to leave was the lumber merchant and land
speculator, Carl Julius Leffland. He was born in Birkernd around
1855 and in the early 1870's began working as a carpenter on a large
building site in Skodsborg, where a contractor from Holstein, Johan
Adolf Struck, was putting up the immense hotel complex that
became the renowned Hotel Skodsborg S0bad. In 1878, Leffland
married Emilie Struck, daughter of the wealthy hotel owner, and
they built a large home in a new development in Vedbrek. Golden
days followed as a contractor for much of the new housing that was
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going up along the Vedb~k coast. Easy money flowed in through
the middle of the 1880' s, when Vedb~k became a summer colony for
artists. Vedb~k Inn was converted into a beach hotel, and big
spenders showed up when the poet, Holger Drachmann (1846-1908),
held his notorious "gargling cognac" parties.
Unfortunately, Leffland overestimated the possibilities and built
beyond his means. 39 He slipped out the back door in 1887 and
departed with haste for America without leaving any trace in the
police register of emigrants. His father-in-law, Struck, must have
been upset when he had to buy both the lumber yard and the large
house, but he could afford it. Presumably, he was also the one who
paid the following year, when Emilie on October 31, 1888, followed
her husband to America with their four daughters, aged three to
eight. The record shows that their one-way ticket was purchased in
Denmark. The later fate of the Leffland family is unknown.
Schoolmaster Jensen's Travels in America
By June 21, 1894, summer vacation had begun in Danish schools
and Schoolmaster Johan Jensen, now around sixty-three years of age,
was free to travel. He sailed for America on that day, accompanied
by his son, Sophus, his daughter-in-law, Mine (both of them fortytwo ), and their two children, Sigfred, nine, and Lovise, four-and-ahalf. The initial destination was Boston, but the old teacher planned
to do some extensive traveling.
Nearly two months later, in a letter written from Chicago on 14
August 1894 to Gardener Olsen in N~rum, Johan Jensen reported
with enthusiasm and humor that he had been spending his time
visiting old friends and relatives from N~rum:

Each of the countrymen I visit wants to look his best for me, and
I must admit that the homes of most of them I have visited are
better than expected: It is common with carpets in two or three
of the rooms, there are two or three rocking chairs as well as
other armchairs, etc. Yes, I do not think you have a nicer home.
Of course, the men must work hard, but you hear no complaints
about the hard work, and no one wishes he were back in the old
country (for the sake of the children, of course). Together with
my family (Sophus, his wife, and two children), I have been in
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the company of Emil Eiberg, Olaf Otto, Dr. Mathiesen's brother,
and my nephew Georg Lund, and we have had a good time
with songs and music. Eibergs and Mathiesen have a piano, and
only moderate drinking is common. I have now visited Johan,
Henry and Sophus and have been surprised by their lovely
homes. When I come home, I can tell you everything. My
daughters-in-law are sweet and could not be better if they were
my own daughters. The worst will be leaving them [my
grandchildren]: I have seen and been delighted by five
handsome boys and two girls. I often have tears of joy in my
eyes, and I am almost afraid of having to say a last farewell to
each of my married children and their families. On Monday the
twenty-first, I hope to travel, with God's help, from Chicago to
Canada. Chicago is a tremendous city... It is expensive to travel
by railroad in America because you have to go for thousands of
English miles, but I hope that the elderberries will be ripe and
can be sold when I return, so that my fortune can be restored. I
am not so worried about pickpockets as I used to be, because my
wallet is pretty thin40
Johan Jensen's travels among his fellow Danes in North America
witnessed to the large emigration from his home area of N~rum, an
emigration for which he was at least partly responsible. He stayed in
America less than a year and was home in time to participate in the
ninetieth birthday celebration on May 4, 1895 of N~rum's famous
summer resident, the composer, J. P. E. Hartmann. 41 Jensen
continued to teach until 1901 and died in N~rum in 1909 at the age
of seventy-nine. He was buried in S0llernd churchyard. By then,
every single one of his descendants was in the New World.
New Denmark for Better or Worse
New Denmark developed with amazing speed into a wellorganized pioneer community with a school, church, and
agricultural society. The agricultural society was founded as early as
1875 on the initiative of H. P. Petersen. The first Danish Lutheran
clergyman, Niels Mikkelsen Hansen, arrived the same year. He
adhered to Vilhelm Beck''s Inner Mission and had emigrated with his
wife and eight children as part of a large group from the Tiss0 area
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in western Zealand. Another member of that party described him as
"a man who proclaims the ancient Lutheran faith with earnest
power, so we hope that the prevailing paganism will soon pass." 42
Worship services were held in the Immigrant House at New
Denmark, which also served as the community schoolhouse, with
Pastor Hansen as the teacher. The cornerstone of a regular church
was laid in 1877, but the building was not consecrated until the
summer of 1884. 43
The last chapter on New Denmark and emigration from S0ller0d
was written by Thora Lorentsen. Her daughter, Camilla, and
husband, Anton Jensen, had built a solid home on Blue Bell Road in
New Denmark, and now Camilla was expecting her seventh child.
Meanwhile, Grandmother Thora was all alone in her preschool back
in Nrerum. In the spring of 1894, Anton traveled to Denmark in
order to bring her to Canada. She was fifty-eight years of age. They
sailed from Copenhagen on April 12, 1894, a couple of months
before her neighbor, Schoolmaster Jensen, departed for his American
travels.
Thora Lorentsen did not have the Johan Jensen's optimism, and
the last years of her life in Canada were sad. Maybe she would have
been happier among fellow Danes in a city like Chicago, but she
landed in an isolated pioneer community, far from home and her old
friends. English was foreign to her, and she spent her days caring for
children. There were no neighbor women to drink coffee and chat
with, and life became a living torment for the old preschool teacher
who was used to earning her own keep. Her daughter and son-inlaw, Anton and Camilla, had given their farm the name of Skovlykke
(Forest Happiness), but for Thora, it turned out to be Skovulykke
(Forest Unhappiness).
Six letters from her hand are preserved, written between 1894, the
year of her arrival, and 1897, the year before she died. 44 They were
written to Anna Olsen, the gardener's daughter and a dear old
neighbor who lived by the idyllic village pond in Nrerum. Thora
wrote very little about life on Blue Bell Road and mostly about her
longing for home.
The very first letter, written soon after Thora arrived in New
Denmark, set the tone. A letter from Anna awaited her when she
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arrived, wishing her well in her new home. Thora's reply, dated
May 7, 1894, tells mainly about the journey by way of Hull and
Liverpool. They had pretty smooth sailing, and problems first arose
when they came to the railroad and had to pay overweight dues at
both train changes. It turned out that Thora had brought along her
whole dinner and coffee service, though she noted that "no more
than one of the small plates was broken, which was quite fortunate,
considering that I brought so many delicate things." She told Anna
that she had also written to another neighbor and said that she
would not repeat herself because they could exchange news from the
two letters when they met for coffee on Wednesday. Her letter to
Anna concludes,
It is, of course, too early to say exactly how I feel about being
here. It seems as though people are very nice. They are, in any

case, very glad to have Anton [her son-in-law] home again. They
had raised flags many places, and in the evening three or four
families came to greet us; but of course it can never be N~rum. 45
Thora's next letter was dated September 17, 1894 and was
addressed to Anna and her sister, Bodil. Thora answered their
questions about the children, the pastor, and how often she used her
coffee service. She said that she used it when the pastor visited, but
not for every visitor, because then it would have to be polished too
often. She also told about the visit of her daughter's father-in-law,
Schoolmaster Jensen, who stayed with Anton and his family for
three weeks and went on to visit Portland, Boston, and New York
before sailing for home on October 12. Finally, she answered their
questions about the countryside and the maple forests in the
autumn:
It is a magnificent sight, the very darkest bright red, paler red,
yellow, and green all mixed together. It would be just the thing

for an artist. Then there are mountains and valleys here as fare
as the eye can see. The houses each sit on their own piece of
land on both sides of the road from here to Grand Falls, thirteen
English miles from us. [Despite all the beauty, however, Thora
thought mostly of her friends back home and of their visits,] and
the tears often press from my eyes. Homesickness is a nasty
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guest. I never thought I would come to long so much for my old
home. Greet all my old friends from me, but you need not tell
them I am so childish as to be homesick. 46
Thora's letter to Anna on August 7, 1895 describes her lonely
existence, caring for the children in an otherwise empty house. She
asks eagerly for the news from Ncerum and expresses her joy in
reading reports and newspaper clippings about the Hartmann
celebration in May. Thora also reported that Pastor Hansen had left
the colony, and that Anton had purchased his farm.
In her next letter, written on April 8, 1896, Thora reported on the
colony's new pastor:
You can be sure he can preach in a way I have not heard since I
was home, and his voice resounds in the church when he speaks
and sings. I was in church on Good Friday, Easter Sunday, and
Easter Monday. Now I can go to church every Sunday, as it is
only a ten-minute walk up there. It has been bad enough to walk
up there a couple of times because of all the snow, but I have
managed to climb the hill; I have fallen a couple of times, but I
have always gotten up again. 47
She went on to report that Anton was the pastor's assistant, and
that the pastor and Anton held a Sunday School for the children in
the colony. The name of the new pastor was Karl (Charles) Eiler
Maimann. He was born 1861 in Elsinore (Helsing0r) and worked as a
blacksmith before emigrating to North America in the early 1880's.
He entered the seminary of the Danish Church in West Denmark,
Wisconsin, around 1890 and was ordained when he was called to
New Denmark in 1896. 48
Thora's next letter to Anna was dated "Ncerum, 9 August 1896."
She reported that she only had three children to take care of at the
moment, because the oldest three were helping to stack hay. With
everybody gone from the house, Thora felt completely abandoned.
So, it was good to have a photograph of her old home, and her
· thoughts wandered back to old friends and neighbors living by the
village pond.
The last letter from Thora to Anna was written in New Denmark
on February 7, 1897. Most of it was about Pastor Maimann, who was
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not quite so popular any longer. He had offended almost everybody
in the colony by talking about drinking, godlessness, and the terrible
Danish preachers in Copenhagen.
What concern is that of ours over here? We cannot improve
conditions back home, and here people are not really so bad, but
he has also gone so far that most stay from the church. 49
A long report followed on the misdeeds of the pastor, then
jumped to the usual questions about news from home, and
concluded:
You wrote that I must have been thinking a lot about Nrerum
since by accident I wrote Nrerum above my last letter. You can
be sure that I long for and think of Nrerum, so much that my
heart is breaking. I wish to God that I had stayed at home. I had
never thought I would suffer so much from homesickness. 50
These were Thora' s last words to Anna. She died of tuberculosis
on August 12, 1898 and was buried in St. Ansgar Cemetery in New
Denmark, far from her beloved Nrerum. Pastor Maimann conducted
her funeral. He was not dismissed from the pastorate until January
of 1900. The Lord truly moves in mysterious ways.

"The Black Sheep" -Christian Ask
Back in S0ller0d, the urbanization of the whole area north of
Copenhagen proved to be a goldmine for developers around the
tum of the twentieth century. The Ibsen brothers were leading "farm
butchers" in the townships of Gentofte, Gladsaxe, Lyngby, and
S0ller0d, and they knew the art of keeping their paths clean in the
most literal sense. They made a fortune from plotting subdivisions,
laying out sewer and water systems, and building streets in what
had once been traditional Danish farmland. 51 In the wake of the
Ibsen brothers came an army of speculators who were not always
quite so refined in their methods.
Christian Ask, for example, was an attorney in Lyngby in the gay
'nineties. Everything he earned by selling building lots in Sorgenfri
and around the lake of Fures0en went up in smoke at the racetrack
in Klampenborg. Eventually, his wife left him, and one June day in
1901, Ask himself thought it wise to skip out, leaving behind a debt
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of 170,000 kroner. His name does not appear in the official register of
emigrants, but it does crop up in quite a few police records. One of
them noted that Lyngby's bicycle-riding officer questioned the
maidservant at the Ask villa, who revealed that the attorney's last
words, before taking the 6:10 a.m. train from Lyngby Station on
June 20, 1901, were, "See you later" (Farvel saa lcenge). 52 A directory of
Danish attorneys simply notes under his name: "left Denmark
around 1900. Later fate unknown." 53 However, his letters from
America allow us to follow his path. He escaped a Danish prison
sentence for fraud and misappropriation of funds but had to pay for
it with twenty years of hard work as a farm laborer in the Midwest
before he finally recovered someth~ng approaching his former social
and economic position. 54 In his letters home, Ask reported that he
was trying to live
as an upright, hard-working person, and where I have worked
in Minneapolis, Chicago, and Dakota, I have gotten top
recommendations for industry and good conduct, but the wages
of a working man are small, and clothing and everything else is
so expensive, especially if circumstances force one to travel
around. So I have never gotten farther than the fate of a worker
or servant. If I were twenty years old and had the strength to
work as hard as others who are brought up for it, I would have a
better chance. I am not weak or sick, but my muscles were not
developed when I was young, and as a result, hard work is
twice as hard for me now.
Even though Christian Ask was not brought up for hard work, he
seemed to do all right. In the years around World War I, he managed
to acquire a fortune. recisely how he did so is unknown. His few
surviving letters are not very informative on that point. But Ask,
who now went by the name of Steen, was able to pay off an old debt
to the family. A month after the stock market crash on Wall Street,
he wrote from Chicago on November 23, 1929, and now he spoke
like a confident, optimistic American businessman:
We have all lost a bit of money, and business is not very good,
but as always happens in this country, when the storm is over
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and the sun begins to shine once more, we start a new life, work
harder and longer, and over time win back what has been lost. 55
In his last letters home in 1938 and 1940, Christian Ask described
his large villa in a park-like setting, reminiscent of Sorgenfri Palace
back home, with fine furniture and servants, "A Negro and his wife.
They cook and clean and wash." At his death in 1940 at the age of
sixty-nine, Ask left a fortune of $93,594, which was divided equally
between his secretary and his family in Denmark. He was an
example of the American myth become reality.

Cornelius Captyn, Swindler and Township Council Chairman
A fugitive from S0ller0d gets the last word. Cornelius Captyn had
a lumberyard in Vedb~k and was deeply involved, for better or
worse, in the process of urbanization in S0ller0d Township.
A long line of farmers had served as chairman of S0ller0d
Township Council from the time it was established in 1842 until
1900, but the line came to an end at the turn of the century, when the
first person without, any connection to agriculture took over. That
person was Cornelius Captyn, who had moved into the township in
1880 when the first large subdivisions were being laid out. In 1888,
he bought the largest lumberyard in Vedb~k, together with the
loading pier on the Sound that was connected with it. The seller was
J. A. Struck, so this was the very same lumberyard where C. J.
Liffland had gone bankrupt before he fled to America.
Captyn entered into his position as township council chairman effectively, the mayor of the community-with whatever experience
he had gained, not as a farmer, but as a speculator and building
contractor. To a man like him, the possibilities seemed unlimited.
No sooner had he taken over than he launched a series of public
building projects. The three old village schools with their thatched
roofs were replaced with three red brick schoolhouses in 1901-03.
The first school to be replaced was the one in N~rum in 1901, when
Johan Jensen left. In 1904, the community opened the doors of its
first town hall built of solid bricks. 56
Cornelius Captyn had put his mark on S0ller0d by the time he and
his wife celebrated their silver wedding anniversary in 1905 amidst
grandeur and great public recognition. However, that was the end of
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the ball, or perhaps the start of a new dance. Around the beginning
of 1906, Captyn followed in the tradition of Carl Julius Leffland and
absconded, taking along even more than his predecessor. Captyn
"emigrated" with the entire treasury of S0ller0d under one arm and
a pretty young singer on the other. When the council convened for
its first meeting of the year in January of 1906, the vice-chairman
announced, in the words of the official minutes, "that because the
former chairman of the township council, lumber dealer Cornelius
Captyn of Vedb~k, has absconded with most of the cash in the
community till, he may be regarded as having resigned from the
council." 57
Naturally, the fifty-year-old Captyn and twenty-seven-year-old
variety hall singer, Johanne Clausen, do not appear in the police
register of emigrants. Nevertheless, Danish police were able to track
them down in Montevideo, Uruguay, and later arrested Captyn in
Buenos Aires, Argentina. 58 The pair was brought back to Denmark
for trial. In their own unique way, they brought to an end the history
of nineteenth-century emigration from S0ller0d Township.

Conclusion
Family ties and traditions weave together in a study of the process
of emigration from a rural Danish township. America letters from
the emigrants do not tell the whole truth, but they do present a
private, psychological snapshot of the fates that took shape in the
restless, modem America of the nineteenth century.
Erik Helmer Pedersen noted in Drnmmen om Amerika (The Dream
of America) that the various phases of emigration history related to
various types of emigrants. 59 This essay has shown that the
generalization applies well to S0ller0d. It all began in that township
with some robust pioneers, a seaman from Vedb~k and an artisan's
sons from N~rum, single young men who for various reasons
landed in America. Robust and brave as well were the families of
workers from Skodsborg and Holte who helped to establish the first
Danish colony in Canada during the initial phase of mass migration.
During the next phase, around 1880, came restless, dissatisfied
individuals who wanted to get away from a rural township that
provided no opportunities. Among them were the talented sons of
42

the teacher in Ncerum, most of whom ended up in American cities,
though the most highly educated of them, Anton Jensen, settled in
New Denmark. Last of all came some swindlers and confidence men
from a S01lernd Township that was rapidly losing its rural character.
Perhaps this picture is oversimplified, but it does sketch out some of
the main lines of development. Of course, Thora Lorentsen was no
swindler, but rather, a lost soul in an alien world, far away from her
beloved Ncerum.
There is a world of difference between Schoolmaster Jensen's
optimistic view of life among emigrants from Ncerum and Thora
Lorentsen's dark view of life in the forests of the New World.
Schoolmaster Jensen reported on progress and prosperity through
hard work. Thora told of loneliness and longing for home. Of course,
Jensen was heading back to Denmark, but still, his experience
among family and old friends in America was truly one of success
stories. The difference between him and Thora was a question of
individual psychology: they saw the world with different eyes.
There were certainly many emigrants who would have said with
Thora, "it will never be like Denmark." There is always a price to
pay in packing up and leaving familiar surroundings. Danish
immigrants often longed for the familiar ways of the home parish,
for family members left behind, and for the social security of life
back home when moved to the hectic melting pot of America.
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